MEASURE FOR MEASURE
Sweet Isabel, take my part;
Lend me your knees and all my life to come
Til lend you all my life to do you service.
Isabel stands silent.
It is many years ago that I saw acted, within this building
where we are now met, Calderon's Life is a Dream, in the
version of Edward Fitzgerald. In that play Basilio, King of
Poland, has learnt from his study of the stars that his new-born
son will end by trampling on his father's head. So Prince
Segismund is kept, from his birth, in a cruel prison, not knowing
who he is. But his father, relenting, determines to test whether
he has read the stars aright: so he brings Segismund drugged
to the palace. There Segismund awakes to find himself heir to
the throne of Poland; but he abuses his one day of power, and
is carried back in sleep again to his prison, to be told that all
that he has seen and done that day has been a dream. Yet later
the mutinous army releases him. Segismund marches at the
head of the army, not knowing whether he dreams or no, and his
victories end with the King Basilio kneeling humbled at the
feet of his wronged son.
What will Segismund now do? Has he learnt how to forgive,
the greatest thing that can be learnt from the Dream which is
called Life?
It is not often that one can see a classical masterpiece acted
without knowing how it will end. Whether it was the acting
of Miss Margaret Halstan, who took the part of the boy-prince,
or the stage production of Mr. Poel, I have never since felt the
suspense of a great scene as I felt that. I like to think that those
who first saw Shakespeare's play acted at the Christmas revels
of 1604 maY perhaps have felt such a suspense. The title,
Measure for Measure^ gave them no clue as to the ending.
A second time Mariana appeals:
Isabel,
Sweet Isabel, do yet but kneel by me;
Hold up your hands, say nothing, I'll speak all.
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